Non-innervated Merkel cells and Merkel-neurite complexes in human oral mucosa revealed using antiserum to protein gene product 9.5.
Merkel cells are non-keratinized cells present in many different epithelia, but whose origin and functional role are still controversial. They were here investigated by means of antisera to the neural and neuroendocrine markers protein gene product 9.5 (PGP 9.5), and neurone-specific enolase. The expression of both markers in Merkel cells of human gingival and palatal mucosa was confirmed. Merkel cell-neurite complexes and isolated non-innervated Merkel cells had a similar morphology when stained by either antiserum. Merkel-neurite complexes were clustered in relatively large numbers in the lingual gingiva, thus constituting structures closely similar to the 'touch domes' in the skin. Clusters of non-innervated cells showing the same immunohistochemical features as Merkel cells were also demonstrated. In other areas of the oral mucosa, the innervated and non-innervated elements were only occasionally seen but there were many encapsulated Meissner-like receptors. When comparing the two different antisera, anti-PGP 9.5 appeared to provide a more consistent labelling of small fibres inside the epithelium and of bulb-like terminals on Merkel cells.